MEASURE FOR MEASURE
is unbearably cruel, I can only reply that life undoubtedly is
sometimes like that. There are some souls (Isabel is one) for
whom it is decreed that no trial, however agonizing, no pain,
however atrocious, is to be spared them. Nevertheless, it is
also true that there is no trial so agonizing, no pain so
atrocious, but that some souls can rise above it, as Isabel does
when, despite the Duke's stern warning, she kneels at his feet
to intercede for Angelo.
Is it then true, as Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch says, that Isabel
writes no lesson on the dark walls, and that they teach none
to her soul? Or is it true when Sir Edmund Chambers echoes
the complaint of Coleridge, and says that Measure for Measure
'just perplexes and offends', because there is no poetic justice?
Is it true that cto no profit of righteousness has Isabella's white
soul been dragged through the mire?
I know that many readers find a stumbling-block in this
culminating scene, in Isabel's pleading for Angelo. Why
should she plead, they ask, for her brother's murderer?
We must be prepared to accept the postulates of Shake-
speare's plays, as we do, for example, of Sophocles' Oedipus
Tyrannus. And, generally, we are so prepared: we accept the
caskets and the pound of flesh, King Lear's love test and
Prospero's art. It is a postulate of our story that Glaudio has
committed a capital offence. Angelo has not committed a crime
in letting the law take its course upon Claudio; he has not
committed a crime in his union with Mariana, to whom he has
been publicly betrothed; those are assumptions on which the
play is based. Angelo would be despicable if he put forward
any such plea for himself, and he does not. But the fact remains
that Angelo's sin has been, not in act, but in thought, and human
law cannot take cognizance of thought: 'thoughts are no
subjects9. Besides, Isabel is conscious that, however innocently,
she herself has been the cause of Angelo's fall:
I partly think
A due sincerity govern'd his deeds,
Till he did look on me; since it is so,
Let him not die.
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